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ABSTRACT
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The Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) had as a hallmark from its inception,
a strong commitment to egalitarian theology and practice. As the movement took shape in
the 1640s and 50s, women were prominent among their preachers, leaders, and
evangelists. As the Quakers began to institutionalize in the 1660s, women Friends were
in real danger of being marginalized, their voices lost behind a complex system of
meetings for business and government. The answer proposed by Quaker leaders George
Fox and Margaret Fell was the Women's Meeting.
These meetings, settled throughout England and eventually throughout the world,
mirrored the monthly, quaiierly, and yearly business meetings attended by the men.
While scholars debate the intent and implications of the institution, this thesis argues that
the Women's Meeting was introduced to purposefully protect and promote the influence
of women during and beyond the process of institutionalization. By providing autonomy,
responsibility, freedom, and experience to women Friends, the Women's Meeting
ensured the continued presence of influential women leaders in the developing
movement.

Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

History
Amid the cultural and religious upheaval that was seventeenth century England,
the Society of Friends 1 emerged as an enduring religious tradition. Despite immediate
persecution and regular scandal, the Quakers, as they would become known, blossomed
into what is now a worldwide Church, counting some 350,000 members.2 One of the
distinguishing features of early Quaker theology and practice was a strong witness to
egalitarianism; that is the equal status of men and women both before God and in matters
of the church such as office, responsibilities, and freedoms. Women were among the first
"converts" to the movement and remained active even through the process of
institutionalization, comprising at one point in the nineteenth century more than forty
percent of the recorded ministers. 3 Specifically in the 1640s and 50s, women experienced
abnormal freedom to speak in gatherings, to travel, to teach, and to minister when
compared with other mainstream Christian churches and with society as a whole.

1

The terms "Society of Friends," "Quakers," the "Quaker Movement," and "Friends" are used
interchangeably throughout this thesis. While each may have individual connotations, they collectively
refer to the same group of people. Other historical titles include "Children of the Light" and "People of the
Covenant."
2

3

Statistics according to fwccworld.org/find_friends/map.shtml Accessed 09/14/07.

Book of Meeting quoted in Anna Louise Spann, The Ministry of Women in the Society of Friends
(University oflowa: Doctoral Diss., 1945), 27.

2

However, by the 1660s, the movement began to institutionalize in the face of
scandal, internal disputes, and fierce persecution. The Quakers did so by adopting a
complex system of meetings and committees. Among these innovations was the Women's
Meeting, a structure for Quaker women that would come to mirror the weekly, monthly,
and yearly business meetings that were attended by men only. The origin, intent, and
impact of these meetings will be discussed at length in chapter four and following.
Current Scholarship
There is no shortage of material available to modem Quaker historians. In many
cases, primary sources are available from early Quaker figures. Additionally, there are
both early and more recent histories that tell the story of the movement in varying detail.
In asserting this thesis, it is both helpful and necessary to mention the specific texts that
have historically framed the discussion of Quaker institutionalization and the Women's
Meeting. In recent years, there has also been a rise in scholarship specifically related to
women Friends and the role of the Women's Meeting. These texts must also be
mentioned as they provide much of the framework with which this thesis will interact.
Clearly, a central issue for each author is the degree of change or discontinuity
between the loosely organized Quaker movement of the 1640s and 50s and the more
organized version that emerged in the 1660s and 70s. Did the process of
institutionalization in general and the Women's Meeting in particular signal a monumental
loss for women, ending the age of the visionary female Quaker prophet? Or rather, did
that same process of institutionalization, and specifically the rise of the Women's

3

Meeting, actually create and preserve opportunities for women within the Quaker
movement?
The answer to this question often hinges on the individual author's perspective
when it comes to the Quaker process of institutionalization. William Braithwaite, in what
has become the standard history of Quakerism, decries the loss of the truly chaiismatic
Quaker "soul" amidst the pressures of "tradition" and "the outside world."4 Other
historians such as Barry Levy take a more optimistic approach, suggesting that the result
of this process was the beginning of what must accurately be called the period of "true,
modem Quakerism, whose chief elements are the Friends' peace testimony and the highly
developed theology and social activism of Robert Barclay and William Penn."5 John
Punshon's A Portrait in Grey, a more recent and concise Quaker history, paints a wellrounded view of the decade in question, pointing out the wide vaiiety of factors, both
political and theological, that moved the Society toward f01malization and institution. 6
Similarly, women's involvement in the Society of Friends is well documented. A
variety of primary sources, such as George Fox's Journa/7 and Margaret Fell's Women's
Speaking Justified' are of seminal importance to this discussion. Fox describes the

4

William C. Braithwaite, The Second Period of Quakerism (London: Cambridge University Press,
1961), 324.
5

Barry Levy, Quakers and the American Family: British Settlement in the Delaware Valley (New
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), Part 1.
6

John Punshon, Portrait in Grey: A short history of the Quakers (London: Quaker Books, 1984),

7

Journal of George Fox, Nigel Smith, ed. (London: Penguin Books, 1998).

77-79.

4

"convincement"9 of various women as well as his role in the institution of the Women's
Meeting. Fell's text, perhaps the first on the subject by a woman in England, shows the
development of Friends theology and the variety of egalitarian arguments that were used
to defend the role of women within the movement. Many historical overviews mention
little of the influence of women and the Women's Meeting. However, three notable older
histories are significant in their ability to highlight the role of women: Elbert Russel's The
Hist01y ofQuakerism 10, Elizabeth Emmot's The St01y of Quakerism 11 , and Elfrida

Vipont' s The St01y of Quakerism Through Three Centuries. 12
Specifically related to the Women's Meeting, two more recent secondary works
must be noted: Phyliss Mack's Visionary Women 13 and Christine Trevett's Women and
Quakerism in the Seventeenth Centwy. 14 While the first three chapters of Mack's book

had previously been printed as smaller articles, the impact of her text was nothing short

8

Margaret Fell, Women's Speaking Justified, Proved, and Allowed of by the Scriptures, All such
as speak by the Spirit and Power of the Lord Jesus. And how Women were the first that Preached the
Tidings of the Resurrection ofJesus, and were sent by Christ's own Command, before he Ascended to the
Father Online at http://www.qhpress.org/texts/fell.html accessed 04.15.07.
9

The word convinced or the act of convincement is used repeatedly by Fox in his Journal and by
Friends to .refer to what other Protestant groups would call conversion. Other distinct Quaker language
includes terms for the process of organizing an ongoing meeting (settling) and the identity of a terminated
meeting (laid down).
10

Elbert Russell, The Histmy of Quakerism (New York: Macmillan, 1943).

11

Elizabeth Braithwaite Emmot, The St01y of Quakerism (London: Headley Brothers Publishers,

12

Elfrida Vipont, The Story of Quakerism Through Three Centuries (London: Bannisdale Press,

1916).

1960).
13

Phyllis Mack, Visionmy Women: Ecstatic Prophesy in Seventeenth-Century England (Berkley,
Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1992).
14

Christine Trevett, Women and Quakerism in the J ih Centwy (York: Ebor Press, 1995).

5

of a watershed when it was published in 1992. She argues that while women were still
influential figures in Quakerism following the rise of the Women's Meeting, the process
of institutionalization changed the face of the movement for women drastically and for the
worse. She traces the development of gender roles from the early decades into the time of
the Women's Meetings, pointing out key differences between the roles, perceptions, and
actions of women from each respective era. Trevett, on the other hand, sees more
continuity between the early decades of the movement and the organized Society of the
late 1600s. She argues that early women Friends benefited not from a primitive feminism,
but rather from a limited commitment to egalitarianism, which pertained almost
exclusively to women in their prophetic or religious roles as opposed to seeking to
liberate the entirety of a woman's life through drastic societal change. The difference in
perspective is clearly apparent in their writings. Mack argues,
For this historian, interested primarily in the development of attitudes toward
gender relationships, the story of Quakerism in the final forty years of the century
seemed, initially, to be both entirely predictable and quite definitely dismal.
Tracking the movement's evolution from sect to church, one watched prophetic
women, once the bearers of considerable charismatic authority, slowly disappear
behind the 1ising edifice of the new structure, their voices muffled by the clearer
discourse of the proponents of new rules and values. 15
On the other hand, Trevett argues,
Channels for women's ministry were opened up (especially through the creation
of the Women's Meetings) which in fact led them into more recognizably
'feminine' tasks. These new forms of activity for women complemented, rather
than replaced entirely the older kinds; for there were still women Friends who
traveled as ministers, who published warnings to cities and preached. Moreover,
through their own business Meetings women found other means of recording

15

Mack, 274-275.

6

opposition to acts of injustice, to the payment of tithes and so on. They did this
in solidarity with their sisters. Nevertheless it was not the Quakerism of the early,
heady decades. 16
This thesis, while conceding many of Mack's points, will argue more in favor of Trevett' s
conclusions: that the Women's Meeting did in fact open up more opportunities for
women in the movement and preserve the early Quaker egalitarian commitment.
A lesser-known text highlighted by this thesis is a doctoral dissertation by Anna
Louise Spann titled, The Ministry of Women in the Society cfFriends. Regularly
overlooked by contemporary scholarship, Spann paints a clear, if at times overly
optimistic view of the influence of women Friends. She highlights the work of many
prominent women and devotes a lengthy chapter to the development of the Women's
Meeting. 17 Spann is interested less in arguing a specific position on the question of the
Women's Meetings but more in pointing out the continual thread of influential women
that weaves its way through Quaker history from its inception to the time of her writing.
Lastly, Bonnelyn Kunze's text, Margaret Fell and the Rise of Quakerism, 18 includes an
important and lengthy section on the rise of the Women's Meeting with special attention
given to Fell's role in its establishment.

16

Trevett, 43-44.

17

See Spann, 11-26

18

Bonnelyn Kunze, Margaret Fell and the Rise of Quakerism (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1994).
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Thesis
Through an examination of the beginnings of the Quaker movement and the rise
and fall of the Women's Meeting, it is clear that the Women's Meeting altered the manner
of influence for many women Friends, but it did not diminish or discourage that influence.
It must be admitted: institutionalization in the form of the Women's Meeting did limit

and change the way women were influential in the Society of Friends. However, the
Women's Meeting also preserved the early Quaker commitment to egalitarianism and
ensured the continued influence of Quaker women well into the 1900s. In fact, the
Women's Meeting actually created more opportunities for women Friends who would, as
a community, become an influence for change not only within the movement but also in
society at large. Thus, while the institution of the Women's Meeting could clearly be
painted in a negative light as sexist and patriarchal, a more accurate picture starts by
apprehending the overtly egalitarian and pro-woman desires of those who sought to
establish the Meetings, and ends by appreciating the impact and influence women Friends
were able to have, not in spite of, but rather because of the Women's Meetings.
Overview
This thesis will unpack these claims, beginning in chapters two and three, by
investigating the origins of the movement and the prominence of its early women
ministers. In chapter four, two prominent Quaker women are examined as case studies in
order to understand how early women Friends were influential. The question of the
Women's Meeting itself is addressed in chapters five and following. First, the story of its
establishment is told in chapter five, and in chapter six, two key factors are noted that

8
contributed to its rise. In chapters seven through nine, the historical arguments for and
against the Women's Meeting are delineated, including the successful response from Fox
and Fell to those who opposed the practice. Chapter ten addresses the underlying and
often latent sexism inherent in the founding of the Women's Meeting, with an attempt to
focus on the historical impact for the female gender. Lastly, in chapters eleven and twelve,
the legacy and uniqueness of the Quaker Women's Meeting is celebrated. Throughout, the
argument is made that the Women's Meeting must primarily be understood as a vehicle
intended to preserve and promote the influence of Women in the Society of Friends.

Chapter 2
FOX'S JOURNEY AND EARLY OPENINGS

Any honest telling of the story of the Society of Friends begins with George Fox.
Fox's experiences as a young seeker and skill as a visionary leader forged both the
beginnings of the movement and the structure of the organization. Until his death in 1691,
historians argue it is proper to understand Fox as the "creative personality" who
"supplied [the Quaker] type of expe1ience and its fundamental ideas, and was himself its
chief preacher and evangelist. " 19 Most important to this discussion are the stories of
Fox's various "openings," or epiphanies, when God reveals specific truths which impact
Fox's theology. Some of these openings, interestingly enough, would lead to both the
Quaker commitment to egalitarianism and the institution of the Women's Meeting.
In 1646, young Fox left both his physical and spiritual home to wander the
English countryside in search of truth. In his Journal he records the story of his journey,
including the many openings given to him by the Lord concerning the true nature of the
Church and of reality. He tells of one such opening, seminal to the eventual place of
women in the developing Quaker movement:
At another time, as I was walking in a field on a First-day morning, the Lord
opened unto me that being bred at Oxford or Cambridge was not enough to fit and
qualify men to be ministers of Christ; and I stranged at it because it was the
common belief of people. 20

19

Russell, 26.

20

Journal of George Fox, 7.

10

This realization is absolutely foundational to Fox's eventual view of the equality of all
persons and the sole ability of the Spirit of God to call and qualify anyone to speak or
minister in the Lord's name. Readers should understand this realization as putting Fox at
odds with the "common" wisdom of the age, which looked to position, title, and gender
when seeking "qualification" for ministry.
Fox's logic had stunning implications: if it was not the external pedigree or
qualification that made a person valuable or important in the Church, all external
differences must eventually be suspect, even that of gender. It is impmiant to note that
this "opening" did not relate directly to issues of women and their position within the
church. Rather, this opening concerned the nature of hierarchical relationships in general
and had, as a "side-effect" of sorts within the Society, the result of freeing women from
their societal bondage as well as those men who were looked down upon because of their
low class or lack of education. Nonetheless, this realization would clearly drive Fox to
defend the dignity of women both in the Society of Friends and in culture at large.
Just a few pages later in his Journal, readers see an excellent example of this
reality. He writes of a meeting "with a sort of people that held women have no souls,
adding in a light manner, no more than a goose. But I reproved them," reports Fox, "and
told them that was not right for Mary said, 'My soul doth magnify the Lord, and my spirit
hath rejoiced in God my Saviour. "'21 A second occasion marks further development in
Fox's thinking. In 1648, he visited a church meeting where a woman rose to ask a
question but was denied by the minister who claimed he did not allow a woman to speak
in church. Fox bristled, defending the woman's right to speak, as all had been given

21

Ibid., 8-9.

11

liberty to speak by the priest, but also in her identity as "the woman that might prophesy
23

and speak."22 His words "broke them all to pieces and confused them." Fox was
seemingly becoming more confident in his egalitarian theology. Because both men and
women alike were welcome as active and equal participants in Fox's new "movement,"
this priest's discrimination based solely on gender was simply unacceptable. Even though
discrimination was in fact the "common belief' of the people, the Quakers would come to
challenge this belief Because of Fox's openings and his commitment to non-hierarchical
relationships, the first decades of the Society of Friends provided fertile soil for women
to take their place as influential leaders, teachers, ministers and preachers.

22

Ibid., 24.

23

Ibid.

Chapter 3
EARLY WOMEN MINISTERS

Female converts who became convinced of the "Truth" Fox preached quickly
realized the opportunities granted them by Fox's openings. In fact, the prominent roles
regularly filled by women Friends were often shocking and surprising to those outside the
movement. Often, a woman preacher was called "a base slut," a "Jezebel," a "Jesuit," a
"silly old woman," or an "old trot. "24 Despite this negative perception, these early Quaker
women did in fact preach publicly, traveling about in pairs as they offered their prophetic
message to any who would listen. Often these women spoke to "large gatherings" and
were looked down on as "unfeminine and dangerous, lewd and probably heretical."25
Their numbers are unparalleled among other religious groups during this period. "Of the
360 Quakers recorded as involved in the disruption of church ministry between 1654-59,
34% were women. Of those Quakers who made the hazardous crossing to America
between 1656-63, 45% were women."26
In the 1650s when the Quaker message began to spread, it was women who
spearheaded the missionary effort. Mack provides a succinct and moving summary:
The first Quaker missionaries to appear in London were two women, Isabel
Buttery and a friend, who arrived from the north in 1654 carrying books and
pamphlets to distribute. The first Quaker in Norfolk was a woman, Anne
Blayklin, who won the first important local convert and was also the first arrested.
Among the first missionaries in Ireland was a woman, Elizabeth Fletcher, sixteen
years old, who arrived in 1655 and who had also been the first Quaker to
evangelize Oxford. A woman was among the three first pioneers to evangelize

24

Mack, 17.

25

Trevett, 15.

26

Ibid., 15.

13
Holland in 1655 and 1656. The first missionaries to America were Elizabeth
Harris, Mary Fisher, and Ann Austin, who arrived in Maryland and Boston at that
same time. One of the first missionaries to Turkey was a woman, the same Mary
Fisher, who walked alone five hundred miles to visit the Sultan, knowing 'it
would be given her in that hour, what she should speak.' The youngest and oldest
Quakers to preach in public during the 1650s were female: Mary Fell of
Swathmore ... was eight. Elizabeth Hooten ... was about seventy. 27
Clearly, these women were powerful figures in the 1650s, ministering alongside their
male counterpaiis and on their own as messengers of the Truth.
Women Friends were also persecuted alongside, and in some cases ahead of their
male counterparts. In 1653, the aforementioned Mary Fisher, along with her friend Mary
Williams were the first F1iends to be "publicly flogged. " 28 Quaker women also figured
importantly, although as a minority, among those who would become known as the
"Valliant Sixty," traveling throughout England to extend the Quaker message and
influence.

29

The movement "spread rapidly" during these years and women were

prominent among the preachers and the converts. 30
In seeking to understand the draw of Quakerism, Trevett makes an important
distinction. She argues, as was noted in the introduction, that the "large number" of
women who were "attracted to Quakerism" did not come because the movement was
"advocating a new brand of feminism. " 31 Many Quakers still preached the "headship" of
the husband and were thoroughly immersed in the male-dominated, patriarchal culture
that surrounded them. However, their belief in the essential equality of men and women

27

Mack, 131.

28

Vipont, 44.

29

lbid., 45.

30

Ibid., 46.

31

Trevett, 14.

14
before God did spill over into various societal freedoms for women Friends. Trevett
writes:
Quakerism, on the face of it, did not offer women social equality at all, but it
offered them unheard of opportunities for action in the sphere of religion and a
rationale for public activity which was liberating. Since Friends did not
acknowledge rigid distinction between the religious, the social, and the political,
Quaker women found themselves with rights, indeed obligations, to have views
on essential issues of the day. 32
Women Friends seized upon these "freedoms" and "obligations" in the late 1640s and
well into the early 1660s.

32

Ibid., 14.

Chapter 4
EGALITARIAN CASE STUDIES

Among early Quaker women, two stand out as remarkable case studies for the
role and influence of women within the movement. Both women were visible and wellknown Quaker leaders. They were fearless preachers and tireless writers. Both were
imprisoned and persecuted many times. Yet each continued on to become a sort of
archetype for Quaker women that would follow.
Elizabeth Hooten
Elizabeth Hooten is an integral part of the Friends' story from its earliest stage.
Fox records the meeting that would lead to her convincement in his Journal in 164 7.
And traveling on through some parts of Leicestershire and into Nottinghamshire,
there I met with a tender people, and a very tender woman whose name was
Elizabeth Hooten; and with these I had some meetings and discourses. 33
Historians believe Hooten was one of the earliest preachers of Fox's doctrines and may
have even been his first convert. 34 According to a record written by her son, Elizabeth
had clearly separated herself from the state church prior to meeting Fox, being ''joined
with the Baptists."35 Mack suggests that Hooten had likely gained experience as a
preacher among the Baptists and found it natural to put her skills to use in the Quaker
movement. 36 Following her convincement, Fox records in his Journal that she "had

33

Journal, 9.

34

Trevett, 16.

35

Manuscript endorsed: "Oliver Huttons Certificate Concerning F: ff:" and is among other similar
certificates which were read at the Second Day's Meeting. Quoted in Emily Manners, Elizabeth Hooten:
First Quaker Woman Preacher (London: Headley Brothers, 1914), 4.
36

Mack, 127.

16
Meetings at her house where the Lord by his power wrought many Miracles to the
Astonishing of the world and confinning people of the Truth which she there received
about 1646."37 Fox stayed on in Nottinghamshire and Lestershire, experiencing what
Emily Manners calls "some of his deepest religious experiences."38 Manners suggests
that Fox's religious experiences in these days likely "proved an inspiration to his early
disciple. " 39
Shortly after Fox was imprisoned in 1649, Hooten began her "active ministry,"
being imprisoned herself at Derby in 1651.40 A year later, she was again imprisoned, this
time in York Castle for speaking in the "Steeple House at Rothherham, and remained
there for sixteen months."41 During these years, Hooten began her now famous letterwriting career, crafting letters to Oliver Cromwell and members of government on behalf
of herself and others who found themselves at the mercy of an unjust system. A letter
from Hooten on behalf of a fellow prisoner at York castle reads as follows:
You that sitt on the Bench doe Justice and Equity to those honest hearted people
Called Quakers whome you putt in prison and Call them to the Barr and sett them
at Liberty for they have done you noe wrong nor hurt the cause is for worshipping
of God as hee requires in Spt & in Truth that they Suffer - James Holliday who
hath Laine in Six Months being A North Country friend the Geoler hath very
much Abused By Taking away his Victualls & Beathing of him till hee hath been
black and Blew and his Skin broake & soe our desire is that you would sett this
poor man at Liberty whome the Geoler keepeth for his fees 42

37

Journal of George Fox, cited in Manners, 5.

38

Manners, 5.

39

Ibid. Emily Manners' text is relied upon heavily throughout this section because of its vast
incorporation of primary sources into one place.
40

Ibid., 6.

41

Ibid., 7.

42

Ibid., I 0.

17

A more famous letter from this period is addressed to Cromwell and endorsed by Fox.
Your Judges Judge for reward, and at this Yorke many which Committed murder
escaped through friends and money, & pore people for Lesser facts are put to
death; many lighe in prison for fees ... They Lighe worse then dogs for want of
strawe, Many beinge in greate want, that they have not to releeve them with all;
yet these Tirants keepe them in this pore Condition The Judges and Magistrates
they might as well have put them to death at the Assize as put them into the hands
of these two tyrants who keepes men for money starveing them in a hole till they
be ruined or starved to death. 43
Countless more letters would follow these early documents, highlighting the
corruption and abuse suffered in the prisons and boldly asking for redress. Hooten,
however, was not simply interested in reforming the prisons; she was after justice for the
Quakers and heartfelt repentance from everyone. Later in the same letter addressed to
Cromwell, she writes,
0 man what dost thou there except thou stand for the truth which is trampled
under foote Who knows but thou was Called to deliver thy brethren out of
bondage and slaverie, and that the Truth may bee set free to speake freely, without
money or without Prize ... 0 Frend thou must ligh downe in the dust and Cast
thy Crowne at the feete of Jesus, how Can you believe that seeke honor one of
another and seekes not the honor which of god onely; Distribute to the pore, and
Denie thy honor, and take up the Crosse and followe Jesus Christ. 44
This kind of boldness marked the ministry of Elizabeth Hooten both in her letters from
prison and in her preaching as a traveling minister. As can be adduced from her
imprisonments and sentences, Hooten was clearly involved in the "disruptive" type of
preaching that marked early Quaker practice. Just like her mentor, Fox, Hooten visited
the "steeple houses" of the state church and waited until the preacher had finished and
would then preach herself. Fox's Journal gives evidence that at times this practice proved

43

Ibid., 10.

44

Ibid., 11.

18
fruitful, as people were convinced of the Truth. The same practice, however, resulted just
as often in persecution and imprisonment for the preacher.
Ten years after her first stint in England's suspect prison system, Hooten and her
friend, Joan Brocksopp sailed for New England to witness to the colonists. She describes
her calling in her own words:
In ye year 1661 it was upon me from the Lord & my friend Joan Broksopp for
God & his people to those people in the heate of persecution, & if god required us
to lay down our lives for the testimony of Jesus & in love to their soules, not
knowing but what they might heare & so be saved yet they might be left without
excuse & God might have his glory & we clear of their bloud if they would not
heare: ane old woman above three score yeares old when J went thiter & my
companion, but they had made a ]awe of a hunder pounds fine to every ship that
carried a quaker & to cary them back againe, so that no ship would carry us from
England thither, but we took ship to Virginia, & when we came there many ships
denied us, & therefore we knew nothing but to goe by land which was a
dangerous voyage, yet God was pleased to order us a way by a Katch to carie us a
45
part of the way, & so we went the rest by land.
A number of key themes stand out from this excerpt. First, Hooten was genuinely elderly
at this point; the letter suggests that she was over sixty years old. Her husband had
already passed away in 1657, and the un-intimidated Elizabeth had taken the opportunity
to travel in support of the Quaker Movement. 46 Her age only makes her extensive travels
and the persecution she endured more remarkable. Secondly, Hooten was clearly aware
of the persecution that awaited her in Boston. She clearly alludes to the laws already
passed against bringing Quakers into Boston. One would imagine she was aware of the
severe persecution Friends had received in New England up to this point. 47 These
hardships, though, did not deter her from the work for which she had been called.

45

Ibid., 31.

46

Ibid., 16.

19
Hooten's insight concerning the possibility of her own death became a relative
certainty once she and Brocksopp reached Boston. They were imprisoned for visiting
Friends already in jail and eventually driven out of the city and into the wilderness, left
for dead without food or any recourse against the elements or the "many wild beasts. ,,.is
But Hooten and her friends managed to "escape their hands," finding refuge in Rhode
Island. There, Hooten took part in what may have been the first General Meeting in
America, possibly even assisting in "calling" this first Yearly Meeting.49 Hooten would
go on to visit Barbados, return to Boston to "cry against" the city, sail home for England
and then return again to New England before her death in Barbados in 1672. 50
Historians have much to say about Elizabeth and the powerful legacy she left for
women Friends who would follow. Rufus Jones, in his Quakers in the American
Colonies, gives insight into the incredible commihnent that marked Hooten and her
contemporaries.
It is easy for us, at this comfortable distance, in an ordered society in which one
believes what he wants to believe - to say that these Friends walked of their own
accord into the lion's den ... That is undoubtedly true, but it indicates a
superficial acquaintance with the spirit of these Quakers .... They would have
preferred the life of comfort to the hard prison and the gallows rope if they could
have taken the line of least resistance with inward peace, but that was impossible
to them .... They had learned to obey the visions which they believed were
heavenly, and they had grown accustomed to go straight ahead where the Voice
which they believed to be Divine called them. 51
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Emily Manners observes in Hooten the emergence of a "heroic figure," who "worthily
played her part in the heroic age of the Society ofFriends." 52 And while her assessment
of Elizabeth's life seems perhaps one-sided, arguing with her summary is difficult.
... always valiant for the truth, quick to seize any opportunity that offered to
plead the cause of her fellow sufferers, even though her own sufferings made the
occasion - fearless in denouncing the evils of the time - far in advance of the age
in which she lived in her advocacy of prison and other refonns ...53
Quaker founder, George Fox, seems to agree.
In her Life she was very much Exercised with priests outward Professours
Apostates Backsliders and Profane, for she was a Godly Woman & had a Great
Dare Lay upon her for People to walk in the Truth that did Profess itt, and from
her Receiving the Truth she never turned Back of itt but was fervent & faithfull
for it till Death. 54
Such is the legacy of Elizabeth Hooten: preaching alongside male Quakers, embarking
on dangerous travel to the New World alongside and ahead of her male counterparts,
faithfully enduring harsh persecution and cruel punishment, and fearlessly calling for
refonn of her society's systems and of the individual heai1. Certainly, Elizabeth Hooten
was, even in her own time, a clear archetype for the Quaker Woman: strong, courageous,
active, mobile, fluent, and influential.
Margaret Fell
A fitting counterpoint to Elizabeth Hooten, Margaret Fell is doubtless another
archetype for women Friends. Fell was an upper-class woman, married to Judge Thomas
Fell. 55 Isabel Ross tells the story of Fell's convincement in 1652 when Fox came to
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Ulverston. 56 Hearing that the Fell's home, Swarthmoor Hall, was known as a "center of
religious interest in discussion," 57 Fox visited only to find Judge Fell absent with work
and Margaret away for the day. The Fell children were being instructed by the town
rector, whom Fox promptly engaged in such "discussion" that he reportedly "le[ ft] the
house in anger and distress."58 Margaret however, on her return that evening, found Fox's
message both original and inviting. Fox records in his Journal that his disagreement with
the rector "struck something at her because she was in a profession with him, though he
hid his dirty actions from them: so at night we had a great deal of reasoning and I
declared the truth to her and her family." 59 Fox's words must have struck a chord with
Margaret, for he stayed on a number of days, debating with the rector again the following
day. A few days later, Fox visited the parish church where the Fells attended and "asked

°

liberty to speak."6 Fell, writing about Fox's speech, comments that it "opened me so,
that it cut me to the heart and then I saw clearly that we were all wrong. So I sat down in
my pew again, and cried bitterly."61 After being thrown out of the church, Fox ended up
back at Swa1ihmoor Hall, where "most of the household," including Margaret, "accepted
the Quaker faith. " 62
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Ross points out the obvious tension in Margaret's situation, as nearly three weeks
passed before her husband returned home to hear that "a great disaster had happened at
his home that his wife and children and household had been bewitched by a traveling
preacher.'' 63 Fortunately for the Quaker cause, Judge Fell also listened to Margaret and
the other Friends who came to her support. 64 Within a few days, the Judge had sided with
his wife and with the Quakers, offering the Hall at Swarthmoor as a meeting place for
worship. 65 While he never officially became a Quaker, his generosity and hospitality
concerning the use of Swarthmoor Hall is generally understood to display his approval
and "protection" of the movement. 66
With Margaret's conversion, Swarthmoor Hall quickly became the new center for
the developing Quaker movement. Unlike Hooten and Fox, Fell had family ties keeping
her at home, and thus engaged in a "different kind of work." 67 Ross explains:
She was for the first few years tied to her home and her family, but by her
hospitality, her writings, her wide correspondence and her wisdom, she not only
spread the knowledge of the Quaker interpretation of Christianity, but gave unity
and fellowship to a scattered company of men and women of very varied
background and experience. 68
This work of "correspondence" blossomed into a maternal role for Margaret, who
through her work and communications would come to be known as "the nursing mother
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of the Church. " 69 In addition to her letters, she also authored many epistles, pamphlets,
and treatises addressed to the Friends community and to society at large. 70
Fell's literary career stands as remarkable among other women of her time.
Illiteracy was the norm, and researchers believe in the early seventeenth century less than
eleven percent of women were even able to sign their own name. While this improved to
around thirty percent by 1690, there were some sections of England where there simply
were no literate women at all. 71 But what truly made Margaret a powerful woman was her
passionate belief in the Quaker message. Her own words speak volumes:
That sight and convincement that God had opened in me continued with me, and I
grew in it, and many more was convinced besides me, and a great astonishment
there was in the country. But the Truth grew and increased amongst us, and the
Lord's eternal power seized upon many ... and we kept our integrity and met
together at our house at Swaiihmoor with my husband's consent. ... and the
priests or confessors in our parts began to write against us. And George Fox being
gone out of the country, Friends brought things to me, and I answered them. And I
was but young in the Truth, yet I had a perfect and a pure Testimony of God in
my heart for God and his Truth. And I believe I could at that day have laid my life
down for it. And I was very zealous in it. 72
In addition to her obvious passion, this excerpt also illustrates Margaret's growing

perception as a leader and an authority in the movement. This would only strengthen with
time.
Following her husband's death in 1658, Fell endured increasing persecution. Not
only was there financial hardship with the loss of his provision, but the loss of his
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protection in the religious arena was sorely felt. 73 Yet Margaret's passion did not falter.
Brought before the court and threatened with the loss of her property and life
imprisonment, she is quoted as replying, "I must keep my conscience clear, however I
may suffer."74 Indeed, she was imprisoned and forfeited her property. Not surprisingly,
Margaret continued her letter writing at an even more feverish pace from prison. In the
years following her husband's death, she wrote letters to "the Council and Officers of the
Anny and every Member of Parliament."75
More will be said of Fell' s work in the 1660s, so only a few highlights are
selected here. Eventually, she was released from prison and regained her estate just over a
decade after she was first imprisoned. 76 Her story includes an eventual marriage to Fox,
although they spent relatively little time together due to continual imprisonments and
travels for the sake of the movement. Fell outlived Fox, surviving into her eighties to see
the beginnings of religious toleration toward Friends. One of the most noteworthy
documents Fell wrote was "Women's Speaking Justified," which picks up where Fox left
off concerning arguments supporting the Friends' egalitarian practice. She writes at
length, using numerous biblical and logical arguments, none more straightforward than
this pronouncement:
Those that speak against the Power of the Lord, and the Spirit of the Lord
speaking in a Woman, simply by reason of her Sex, or because she is a Woman,
not regarding the Seed, and Spirit, and Power that speaks in her; such speak
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against Christ and his Church, and are of the Seed of the Serpent. 77
This kind of boldness made her a strong communicator and a strong figure in the
developing movement. So important was Fell to the Friends cause, one historian remarks,
"without the mention of Margaret Fox of Swarthmoor Hall, the history of Friends cannot
be adequately written. "78
Summary
Elizabeth Hooten and Margaret Fell stand out as archetypes for women Friends
who would follow because of their incredible work and passion for the Quaker message.
Though each took a different path, both modeled how an influential Quaker woman
looked, acted, sounded, and wrote. In their preaching, traveling, writing and suffering,
they became in flesh what Fox must have imagined in theory: women released to minister
to the church without hindrance of gender exclusivity. But what would the Quaker
woman look like in the decades of institutionalization? Would the Women's Meeting be a
place where future Hootens and Fells would rise to service and influence in the church, or
would the radical Quaker female prophet and the powerful Quaker leader be silenced and
lost behind the rising edifice of institution and the subtle backlash against women? These
issues are examined addressed in the subsequent chapters using the story, factors, and
outcomes of the Women's Meeting.
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Chapter 5
THE STORY OF THE WOMEN'S MEETING

Historians disagree about the exact date and origin of the separate Women's
Meeting. In fact, one concludes, "the deaiih of evidence precludes a decisive settlement
of this issue. " 79 The predominant "tradition" has been to see Fox as the initiator and
creator of the Women's Meeting. 80 This tradition, represented in the standard history of
Braithwaite, relies heavily on Fox's own Journal, and has recently been challenged by
alternate interpretations. 81 Particularly, the role of Margaret Fell in the creation of the
Women's Meeting is "reevaluated" by Bonnelyn Kunze in her Margaret Fell and the
Rise of Quakerism. 82 This issue will be revisited in chapter seven, but what follows here
is a rough outline of the story of the Women's Meeting, assembled from the various
histories available.
According to Anna Spann, the first recorded meeting of women in the Society of
Friends occurred in 1663. She cites a comment from Edward Burroughs who claims this
meeting came about in London because "the men could not care for those in need and
visit the sick as well as the women could and that they should have a meeting for these
things." 83 A passage from The London Yearly Meeting During 250 Years explains:
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This was the very occasion of the first setting up of that meeting of women, which
hath continued for the body, and been happy and prosperous in the work for
which it was appointed; and it in the same manner ordered in the authority of
Christ, to be continued in the service aforesaid. 84
Spann points out, however, that women likely met separately but in conjunction with the
Men's Meeting as early as the late 1650s, but the "exact date of the first meeting is
uncertain." 85 These meetings are clearly evidenced by comments from William Crouch in
1660:
Some ancient Women Friends did meet together to consider what appertained to
them, as their most immediate care and concern, to inspect circumstances and
conditions of such who were imprisoned upon Truth's account and to provide
things needful to supply their wants. 86
Other historians agree with Spann concerning these "unofficial" meetings of
women. According to an epistle written by Mary Elson, separate women's meetings
began in London around 1656 or 1657. 87 The meeting she describes was not created by
the men's meeting, but rather was initiated by the women themselves in order to "do
good to all, but especially to the Household of Faith. " 88 According to Elson' s record, the
Men's Meeting then sent representatives to the Women's Meeting to express their unity,
saying "they would be ready to help and assist us in anything we should desire of them
for Truth's Service."89

84

London Yearly Meeting During 250 Years (London: Society of Friends, London Yearly
Meeting, 1919), 97.
85

Spann, 15.

86

London Yearly Meeting During 250 Years, 95.

87

Mary Elson, Epistle circa 1680, quoted in Kunze, 145.

88

Ibid., 145.

89

Ibid., 146.

28
William Beck and T. Frederick Ball, in their nineteenth century text, The London

Friends' Meetings, 90 point out two additional examples of early Women's Meetings. One
of these meetings, known as the women's Box meeting, came to control considerable
means and distributed them without being "accountable to any beyond its own collective
authority as to how and where the money should be spent."91 A second "separate"
meeting, called the Women's Two-Weeks Meeting existed in London, serving the poor
and imprisoned and receiving "its funds from the men's meeting and from its own
internal collections."92 A common theme in each scholarly tradition is the Meetings'
active care for the poor, sick and imprisoned throughout London.
Communication clearly existed between the Men's and Women's Meetings, each
keeping the other aware of matters that would fall into the other's purview .93 An
optimistic summary, recorded in the London Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of

Friends, observes that eventually, " ... things were carried on with cheerfulness and
brotherly kindness in the infancy of the Church ... and afterwards as the Truth grew and
prospered ... the Meetings came, through the providence of God, to be settled in that
order and method as at this Day."94 Just how these meetings came to be settled is, as has
been noted, a question that will be revisited and is yet without a definite answer within
scholarly circles.
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What can be stated clearly is that these early "spontaneous" Women's Meetings
would eventually become a staple of the Quaker organizational structure. In 1666,
George Fox was released from Scarborough Prison and went about setting up monthly
meetings in London. Among these were meetings for both men and women. Remarkably
similar to his early openings, Fox claims to be "moved of the Lord" to set up these
meetings:
And then I was moved of the Lord God to set up and establish five Monthly
Meetings of men and women in the city of London ... And the Lord opened to
me and let me see what I must do, and how I must order and establish the Men's
and Women's Monthly and Quarterly Meetings in all the nation, and write to
other nations, where I came not, to do the same. 95
Fox spent the following decade setting up this structure of meetings for both men and
women. Traveling to Barbados and then on to Jamaica and the Americas, Fox "settled
Meetings," and "advised Friends ... to have as many Women's Monthly and Quarterly
Meetings as they have Men's." 96 Before returning to England in 1673, he attended the
Yearly Meeting for all New England, recording:
[the meeting] lasted six days, the first four days being general public meetings for
worship, to which an abundance of other people came ... These public meetings
over, the men's meeting began which was large, precious and weighty. The day
following was the women's meeting, which also was large and very solemn.
These two meetings being for the ordering of the affairs of the Church, many
weighty things were opened, and communicated to them, by way of advice,
infonnation, and instruction in the services relating there unto; that all might be
kept clean, sweet and savoury amongst them. In these, several men's and
women's meetings for other parts were agreed and settled, to take care of the
poor, and other affairs of the Church, and to see that all who professed Truth
according to the glorious gospel of God. 97
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Despite Fox's concerted effort, it seems the Women's Meeting was slow to take
hold in many cases. 98 The men's Yearly Meeting99 published official endorsement of the
Women's Meeting numerous times: first in 1675, then again in 1691, in 1707, and as late
as 1745.

10

°Changes were slow in coming. In 1697, the Yearly Meeting, men only,

"granted the women ministers the privilege of having a gathering during the sessions of
that body and were given liberty to sit with the men in the meetings of the Ministers." 101
Yet even where the Women's Monthly Meeting and other joint meetings were
established, there was no Yearly Meeting for women until 1759. Four years prior, the
Quarterly Women's Meeting in York sent a request to the London Yearly Meeting, men
only, that there might be a Women's Yearly Meeting. The men took a few years to
respond favorably, but in 1759, the women met in their first Yearly Meeting at
Devonshire House in London. 102
From this time until 1880, Quakers generally followed this pattern: wherever
Men's Monthly, Quaiierly, and Yearly Meetings were established, there were also
Monthly, Quarterly and Yearly Women's Meetings. Spann writes, "Greater cooperation
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was gradually extended between the Men's and Women's Meetings," 103 as evidenced by
their "interchange of visits, and by the appointment of joint committees and
conferences." 104 She then succinctly summarizes the eventual fall of the Women's
Meeting as a separate entity.
In 1895, a large committee of men and women recommended that the sexes share
equally in the meetings of the Church. After this time they held their meetings
jointly, except in their temperance and missionary work. This was not wholly
satisfactory, and a decade later a complete merger took place. In 1907, the
Women's Yearly Meeting in London disbanded as a separate organization. Since
1908, the Men's and Women's Yearly Meetings have been held together ...
Since the two meetings have united, the women have shared in the official
business relationship, as have the men. The first woman clerk of the merged
Yearly Meetings was appointed in 1918. 105
The Women's Meeting, wherever it took hold, offered autonomy and leadership
experience to Quaker women. The women, just like the men, had a clerk, distributed
funds, took minutes, and sought the leading of the Spirit through silent worship. Margaret
Hope Bacon calls these Women's Meetings the "first instance of Protestant women's
participation in church business," and notes that in the meeting, "Quaker women learned
to rely on their own strength and to develop their own talents together." 106
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Chapter 6
THEOLOGICAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL FACTORS

Women's Meetings as Part of the Larger Organizational Process
To speak of the factors that led to the rise of the Women's Meeting without
talking about the Friends process of institutionalization in general is impossible. They are
simply too closely associated and in some cases they were one and the same. The first
Yearly Meeting for Friends occurred in London around 1658, and as noted, the infonnal
Women's Meetings may have begun even earlier. During the late 1660s as meetings were
settled across England and across the globe, Men's and Women's Meetings were both
part of the structural pattern that made up the Quaker Faith. Two specific factors must be
named in Friends' decisions to implement the organization structure that included the
Women's Meeting. The first factor is the confusion and questions raised by the actions of
"rogue" Friends, the second is increased persecution and the felt need to provide ample
care for those in prison.
Disgrace and Dispute
In the 1650s and 60s, numerous scandals involving well-known Friends and
internal theological disputes that threatened the unity of the movement functionally
brought Quakers to a place of confusion when the exact nature of Friends theology and
practice were concerned. The questions were amassing almost too quickly to be
answered. What kinds of beliefs do Quakers have in common? What practices are nonnegotiable because they identify Friends as a movement and which practices should be
held loosely as more cultural than universal? Is there a line when it comes to outlandish
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behavior on the part of those functioning as prophet or preacher in the movement? And,
most importantly, who has the authority to answer these questions?
The most public of these "scandals" was that of James Nayler. Born before Fox in
1617, he met the Quaker founder in 1651, a year after finishing service in the English
army. While Fox's Journal records the meeting as the "convincement" ofNayler, the
possibility that Fox's "views coincided with those Nayler already held" seems more
likely.
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According to William Bittle, Nayler had already experienced success as a

preacher during his years in the service and would come to receive a "call" from God into
the ministry apart from his meetings with Fox. 108 Nayler did go on to partner with Fox,
assisting in the transformation of Swarthmoor Hall into the new Quaker hub and traveling
with Fox on various journeys. By 1655, Nayler was "approaching a peak in his career" as
his fame and notoriety spread. 109 Described by one historian as an "imposing personage
and an eloquent speaker," Nayler may have actually "become the leading figure in the
new movement" had he not taken "leave of his senses." 110
The acts in question occurred on October 24 1h, 1656. Varying accounts have at
least this much in common: Nayler rode into Bristol in a scene seemingly intended to
portray Christ entering Jernsalem; those who traveled with him sang songs and laid their
garments down in front of him as he rode. Some suggest this was an intended "sign"
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while others see Nayler as playing a more "passive" role in the whole ordeal. 111 The
demonstration did not sit well with the thousand or so Quakers in Bristol, none of whom
came out to participate, 112 nor did it sit well with the government who took the whole
group into custody.
The matter of charging and punishing Nayler was passed on from Bristol to
Parliament, which was then forced to decide his fate. Punshon summarizes Nayler's
punishment and the enonnous fallout for Friends.
After considerable debate, and almost certainly illegally, the House of Commons
decided that it possessed the independent jurisdiction to punish N ayler. On 17
December 1656 he was pilloried for two hours in the Palace Yard at Westminster
and then whipped through the streets to the Exchange in the City of London...
On 27 December he was pilloried again in the City, his tongue was bored through
with a hot iron and his forehead branded with the letter B. He was returned to
Bristol, exposed to ridicule and beaten again there, and imprisoned indefinitely in
solitary confinement. Friends were mortified by this whole episode. 113
Nayler would eventually reconcile with Friends upon his release from prison, but the
damage was done. Punshon records:
The whole episode raised fundamental questions about the effectiveness of the
Quaker movement. ... The tension between individual leadings and the authority
of the group, both parts of 'Truth' had to be faced. The weaknesses of the system
of a loosely linked network of meetings co-ordinated by a traveling ministry were
showing up, and in the period 1655-1660 the first moves can be discerned towards
a greater co-ordination of effort and activity. 114
In addition to supplying the impulse toward institutionalization, the episode with
Nayler also functioned to paint Quaker women in a negative light. On the road to Bristol
with Nayler were three notable women disciples: Martha Simmonds, Hannah Stranger,
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and Dorcas Erbury. 115 One historian described them as "women of much enthusiasm but
weakjudgment." 116 The first of these had just prior expanded the developing rift between
Fox and Nayler by visiting Fox in jail, singing in his face and taunting him, "telling him
that he must yield to James Nayler, for his heart was rotten." 117 The last of these had
fainted in prison and "afterward declared that James Nayler had raised her from the
dead." 118 Scenes in which Nayler's followers or "admirers" would kneel before him
singing "Holy, holy, holy!" were becoming almost as commonplace as the letters he
received "full of adulation, one even calling him 'the everlasting Son of
Righteousness. "' 119
Far from the archetype embodied by Hooten and Fell, these women were seen as
swooning after their leader and were even accused of having "bewitched" Nayler. 120 This
"group of women" which had begun to "dismpt meetings and act in a manner that the rest
of Friends found scandalous" were now considered among those who must shoulder the
blame for Nayler's fall. 121 Just a decade earlier, Quaker women were thought of as valiant
and brave, traveling and preaching the Tmth just like the men. Now, in the aftennath of
James Nayler, Quaker women were suspect and dangerous. The underlying feeling
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toward women Friends was almost unavoidable: they could even turn a good Quaker man
bad.
Approximately one year after Nayler was released from prison, a letter arrived in
England from John Perrot, a well-respected Quaker who had been imprisoned in Rome at
the hands of the Inquisition. 122 The letter was addressed to Friends who observed the
custom of removing their hat during prayer. " ... if any friend be moved of the Lord God
to pray in the congregation ... without taking off the hat, or the shoes, let him do so in
the fear and name of the Lord." 123 When Perrot physically arrived in England in 1661, he
went on to suggest that this custom, as well as other "outward forms" observed by
Friends were not only suspect but should be avoided. These included forms in worship,
any judging one of the other, and finally the worship meeting itself. 124 Emmott records a
pamphlet published by Perrot that claimed he had an "express commandment from the
Lord God of Heaven ... to bear a sure testimony against the custom and tradition." 125
This claim of a "new and higher revelation" from Perrot attacked even the practice of
holding meetings at specific times and places in the name of being led solely by the Inner
Light.126
With the wounds from N ayler' s fall still so fresh, it is not surprising that Perrot
was treated "with severity" by Fox and other established Friends leaders. 127 In John
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Perrot: Early Quaker Schismatic, Kenneth Carrol remarks that Fox's "fear of Perrot as a
sort of 'Nayler risen from the dead"' may have contributed to the "hard" response Perrot
received. 128 In letters and speeches, Fox "accused him of writing in Cain's spirit,
betraying the children of God to persecution, throwing his 'dung and excrements' among
Friends." 129 Fox's language may seem harsh, but historians make no mistake about the
critical nature of this moment in Quaker history. Emmott writes, "Perrot' s teaching
included the denial of all human arrangements, ... and would have resulted in the rapid

°

disintegration of Quakerism." 13 Citing the Perrot paiiy's unwillingness even to shake
hands, as had become the Quaker custom, Carroll notes, "How could another feel that
much talked about love and unity when heads remained covered as he prayed and his
outstretched hand was ignored or rejected?" 131 Perrot eventually left England and sailed
for the Americas, signaling a type of defeat of his ideology, but the ramifications of his
questions and claims would continue to haunt Friends for years to come.
Just like the episode with Nayler, the confrontation with Perrot in 1661 raised
confusion among Friends and exposed the need for both doctrinal clarification and strong
central leadership. The fallout from these successive incidents may be difficult to
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